Prologue

THE walls of the room in the nursing-home,, the wood of the furniture
even the iron of the bedstead were painted a brilliant, crude, washable
white. From the frosted glass shade above the bedhead, the electric
light, equally crude and equally white, shone down on the sheets, or
the pale-faced patient who blinked continually, on the cradle, and or
the six visitors.

"None of your arguments will change my opinion by one iota, not even
the fact that there's a war on," said the Marquis de La Monnerie. "I
utterly disapprove of this new fashion of lying-in away from home."

He was seventy-four years old and the mother's uncle. Three-quarters
bald, he still had a coronet of white hair at the back of his head brushed
stiffly upwards like the crest of a macaw.

"Did our mothers make such a fuss?" he went on. "They didn't re-
quire fifty damned surgeons and nurses about them, and all these stink-
ing medicaments tc*<f roduce healthy children. They let nature take its
course, and after a couple of days the roses were back in their cheeks.
Just look at her, she's like a piece of chewed string!"

Stretching a cuff towards the pillow, he called on the family to wit-
ness. But at this moment he was attacked by a fit of coughing; the blood
mounted to his face, tinged its crevices, its protuberances, even coloured
the skin of his skull scarlet. He spat noisily into his handkerchief and
wiped his moustache.

Sitting to the right of the bed, Madame Jean de La Monnerie, wife
of the great poet and mother of the patient, shrugged imposing
shoulders. Long past fifty, she was dressed in .garnet-coloured
velvet and wore an enormous hat. Without turning to look at
him, she answered her brother-in-law in a tone of authority: "Never-
theless, my dear Urbain, if your wife had been taken to hospital in time,
she might be alive today. There was a good deal of talk about it at the
time!"

"Not at all, not at all," replied Urbain de La Monnerie. "You were
much too young, Juliette; what can you know about it? In hospital,
nursing-home or elsewhere, poor Mathilde would have died, And she
wouldn't even have had the satisfaction of doing so in her own bed